Jane Langdale
What turned you on to biology in the fi rst place? I had a really enthusiastic teacher in high school -he was just so excited about everything he taught that you were brought along in the wave.
And what drew you to your specifi c fi eld of research? I had a varied path to where I am now. In my undergraduate degree course, I specialized in microbiology and then did a PhD in human genetics before fi nally settling on plant genetics. I think one of the most important infl uences was the time I spent on work placements during my undergraduate degree. I did a course at the University of Bath, where you spent 6 months of each year doing lectures and practicals, and then 6 months training somewhere else. I spent 6 months in Beverly Griffi n's lab at Imperial Cancer Research Fund in 1980, and 6 months in Rich Robert's lab at Cold Spring Harbor in 1981. Obviously, my research contributions as an undergraduate were not particularly ground-breaking (although I did discover the recognition sequence of the restriction enzyme NcoI), but those were exciting times as the molecular biology era really took off, and there was a real buzz in the labs that I worked in. I became hooked on the idea of working in a lab and doing research, with molecular genetics as a focus. Human genetics was at the forefront at the time, and hence the PhD research, but then I realized I wanted to combine molecular and classical genetics, and you can't do controlled crosses with humans. So the choice really became Drosophila or maize, and to some extent my contributions to the fi eld of plant developmental genetics are a consequence of hating the smell of fl y food.
Who were your key early infl uences?
As a postdoc at Yale, I was greatly infl uenced by my advisor Tim Nelson, and also by Ian Sussex and Steve Dellaporta. Being in that environment really taught me how to use genetics to understand plant development. I learned so much about plant development from Ian -he was a true inspiration. At the time, Arabidopsis was only just emerging as a model organism, and maize was a better choice for genetics, not least because the fi eld work was so much fun. The generosity and collegiality of the maize genetics community was another major infl uence -particularly because there were a lot of female role models (e.g., Vicki Chandler, Nina Fedoroff, Sarah Hake, Ginny Walbot & Sue Wessler). Do you have a scientifi c hero (dead or alive)? Barbara McClintock. I met her a couple of times and what amazed me about her was her attention to detail. It doesn't surprise me at all that she noticed complex phenomena before others did.
What was the biggest challenge you faced when you started your own research group? I think the biggest challenge was accepting the fact that I was able to run my own research group in the fi rst place. For quite some time, I thought that I would never have enough ideas, never be able to manage people, never be able to teach etc., etc. In reality, you don't have to learn how to do all of it at the same time, and as you gain more experience you gain more confi dence. Once I was entrenched in the offi ce, the biggest challenge became two-fold. First, rather than generating results myself I had to learn to vicariously enjoy the experiments through others, and second, I had to accept that my research programme was only ever going to be as good as the people who were generating those results.
Have you been subject to gender discrimination during your career? I don't think so, by which I mean that I have never perceived any discrimination. I certainly do not feel that my career has suffered in any way because I am a woman. But I am fortunate because I was brought up in a family where the idea that your career choice (or level of success) was gender dependent was never even contemplated -so I was well buffered from any negative external infl uences from an early age. That said, I work in an institution that is even now hugely male-dominated, and was much more so when I started here 27 years ago. Working in such an environment defi nitely requires some resilience, but a sense of humour helps a lot.
What has been your biggest mistake? As a young PI, I tried to prevent people from making mistakes in the lab. I thought I was being helpful, but in reality people only learn from their own mistakes (and they hate being micromanaged).
Everyone always seems to have too much to do -do you have any tips for effective time management? I
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Current Biology 27, R623-R641, July 10, 2017 © 2017 Elsevier Ltd. R629 think one of the things that helped me most was being advised to always think carefully about 'distant elephants'. That is, if you are asked to do something next year, imagine you have to do it next week before deciding whether to say yeselephants are never overwhelming in the distance, whereas they are when they are standing on your foot. This was particularly important for me, as I suffered from panic attacks in my thirties -often brought on by giving talks and/or airports. Given that communicating your research widely is so important, career success for me required learning how to manage both my time and my mind! How do you feel about career breaks for new parents? I am fully supportive of both women and men taking the maximum allowable time (currently 12 months combined in the UK). I don't have children, and have never wanted them, but I think that if you do have them and you want to spend time with them when they are young, then you should. You can never get the fi rst year of your child's life back again, but you can get your career back on track. Of course, this requires support from both organizations and individuals within them, and while there are some examples of really good support systems, it is by no means universal and there is much room for improvement.
What are your thoughts about how success in science is measured? I think there is far too much emphasis on publications in 'high impact' journals. Waiting for the data to generate that publication often means leaving a PhD student without a fi rst author paper when they graduate. Of course publication records are important, but we should also pay attention to what has happened to the students and postdocs who have worked with someone. Many will not necessarily want a scientifi c career, but if they do -have they been adequately supported and mentored? Were they allowed their fi rst author paper in a 'low impact' journal rather than being hung out to dry? I feel very strongly about this -the people you train are as much of a contribution to your scientifi c legacy as the papers you publish. And the h-index drives me crazy -it just encourages laziness in assessment panels. It's far too easy to do numerical comparisons rather than carefully consider the actual research and track record in context. What is your current major research challenge? As a postdoc, I developed a model of how the specialized 'Kranz' leaf anatomy in maize develops, but had no idea about the identity of the genetic regulators. We spent many years doing forward mutagenesis, trying to disrupt celltype differentiation and identify those regulators, but got nowhere and had to let the problem rest for nearly a decade. With the advent of nextgeneration sequencing, we were able to devise a new approach, and in 2006 we picked up the challenge again. We now have a list of around 20 genes that are candidate regulators of Kranz anatomy, and we are currently using synthetic approaches and reverse genetics to dissect the mechanism. My goal is to work out the genetic basis of Kranz anatomy before I retire! If we are able to do this, it will have the additional benefi t of contributing to efforts that aim to engineer C 4 photosynthesis traits into rice -a feat that if successful could increase rice yields by 50%.
Is C 4 rice really a possibility? Many people ask me this, and the honest answer at this stage is that I don't know. That said, C 4 plants evolved from C 3 plants independently on over 60 occasions, and so evolution found the transition to be relatively straightforward. We have a great team of people working together, and certainly the goal seems more feasible than when we started the project in 2008 (see www.c4rice.com). We are learning a lot of fundamental biology along the way, and I am sure that we will be able to increase rice yields even if a true C 4 rice plant cannot be generated.
What is the best advice you've been given? "If you don't enjoy it, then don't do it."
